Lycopersicon esculentum lectin is a marker of transient amplifying cells in in vitro cultures of isolated limbal stem cells.
The maintenance of a healthy corneal epithelium under both normal and wound healing conditions is achieved by a population of stem cells (SCs) located in the basal epithelium at the corneoscleral limbus. In the light of the development of strategies for reconstruction of the ocular surface in patients with limbal stem cell deficiency, a major challenge in corneal SCs biology remains the ability to identify stem cells in situ and in vitro. To date, not so much markers exist for the identification of different phenotypes. CESCs (corneal epithelial stem cells) isolated from limbal biopsies were maintained in primary culture for 14 days and stained with Hoechst and a panel of FITC-conjugated lectins. All lectins, with the exception of Lycopersicon esculentum, labelled CESCs irrespective of the degree of differentiation. Lycopersicon esculentum, that binds N-acetylglucosamine oligomers, labelled intensely only the surface of TACs (single corneal epithelial stem cells better than colonial cells). These results suggest that Lycopersicon esculentum lectin is a useful and easy-to-use marker for the in vitro identification of TACs (transient amplifying cells) in cultures of isolated CESCs.